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Today’s Old Testament lesson 
 Takes up back into history 

back to the time of the Persian Empire 
And the reign of the Persian King Xerxes the Great 

(486-465 B.C.E).i 
 
This you may know, is after the siege of Jerusalem 
 And the Babylonian captivity that followed. 
 
Under a new empire, the Persian empire, 
 Some Jews have returned to their homeland. 

Others remain part of the diaspora (di-aspora) 
   Carrying on with life outside of Israel. 
 
Some even “married, settled  

and made their homes in Susa [the capital of Persia] 
living as a recognized religious minority  

in the [very] heart of the powerful Persian empire.”ii 
 
This includes Queen Esther, 
 The heroine (ha-roin) of today’s story. 
 
That a Jewish orphan would somehow end up  
 First lady in Persia is in itself quite a story. 
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Let me recap it for you: 
  
“When the queen of Persia, Vashti, lost favor with Xerxes,  

his advisors suggested staging a contest to find a replacement…  
 
They gathered all the most beautiful young women in the Persian Empire  

and, after twelve months of beauty treatments,  
each of the young women was sent to the king.  

 
The girl he like the most was to become the new queen.  
 
[As it would happen a Jewish orphan named] 

Esther wound up being the king’s favorite…  
so he crowned her the new queen.  

 
Her cousin Mordecai, who had raised her after the death of her parents,  

was a minor bureaucrat in the palace.  
He warned her to keep her Jewish heritage a secret.”iii 

 
Quite the rags to riches story. 
 But life is never easy, even for those who live in palaces. 
  Trouble soon developes. 

 
“Not long after Esther’s coronation,  

Haman, one of the king’s chief officials,  
became enraged at Mordecai for a perceived slight…  

and so decided to kill both him  
and all the Jews in the empire [too]…  

 
[Haman] convinced Xerxes to allow a decree to be issued  

that all the Jews be exterminated...”iv  
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This catches us up to today’s lesson. 
 A royal notice has been sent out. 
  In less than a year, 

All the Jews in the Persian Empire are to be exterminated. 
 
This news seems to have eluded Esther, 
 Who is no doubt preoccupied 
  With the business of being queen: 
   Maybe decorating the palace,  

Maybe welcoming dignitaries 
And hosting banquets 

 
But her servants notice her cousin Mordecai, 
 Mourning in sackcloth and ashes outside the palace gate. 
  They tell Esther what they have seen. 
 
When she learns about this 
 She orders new clothes for Mordecai. 
 
But Mordecai isn’t impressed 

And refuses to wear them. 
 

Finding her gift rejected 
Esther sends an attendant to find out what is troubling him. 

 
Mordecai explains to the servant 
 That Jews in Persia are in peril. 
  There has been an edict of extermination 
   endorsed by her husband, the King. 
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Then he tells the servant to have Esther intercede 
 With the king for her people. 
 
When Esther receives this message she is shocked   
 And replies to Mordecai, that he doesn’t know what he’s asking. 
  Even though she’s queen she doesn’t have the freedom 
   To initiate contact with the king. 
 
Barging in on the king is punishable by death. 
 If he doesn’t raise his scepter 
  SHE will be the one who will be DEAD. 
 
She adds that the king hasn’t called in on her for more than a month. 
 All to say that Xerxes may have lost his interest in her anyways. 
  She wasn’t his first wife; she might not be his last. 
 
Esther tells Mordecai that he doesn’t know what he’s asking for. 
 
But Mordecai responds that he does. 
 He doubles-down and warns her that she herself 
  Will not be immune from the extermination edict. 
 
He warns Esther, 
 The cousin he raised as a daughter. 
  And then he asks her, the orphan Jew who became queen: 
 
“Who knows? Maybe you were made queen for just such a time as this.”v 
 ‘Maybe you we made queen for a time like this!’ SLOWLY 
 
Esther is in a tough spot. 
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When she had was in the running for queen 
 Mordecai advised her to keep her family background a secret.vi 
 
Now that she had won the Persian lottery 
 And had become queen of the Empire 
  Mordecai was asking her to risk her place and position 
   By opening up about her family and people. 
 
We can imagine Esther thinking: 
 “’Who? Me? I don’t have any power or authority.  

I’m just an orphan Jew who doesn’t even belong at court,  
faking my way through each day. 

 
[How about someone else?] 

Can’t some passionate prophet step up and do it?  
Or maybe one of [the Lord’s] priests?’”vii  

 
Whatever she was thinking 
 Esther concluded she needed to take action. 
  She sent a message back to Mordecai asking him 
   To gather the Jews in the capital  

and have them fast for her. 
 
Afterwards she would go to the king. 
 
I encourage you to read the rest of the story. 
 You’ll see that there is quite a reversal. 
  Instead of the Jewish being exterminated 
   They have an amazing victory over their enemies. 
 
The book of Esther is a good read, with lots of delicious ironies. 
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But more than entertain us, 
 This story is mean to challenge us and inspire us. 
  And Esther can go a long way in teaching us about ourselves. 
 
When she took part in Persia’s version of The Bachelor tv show 

her cousin told her to keep quiet about her family. 
 
Many of us have been told not to stick our necks out, 
 Or cause problems 
  Especially when we are trying to make a good impression. 
 
In her palace Esther had no idea about that edict. 

That is, till her cousin brought it to her attention. 
 
We also get preoccupied with our own business; 
 We become too busy to notice other people’s concerns. 
 
Like Esther we often keep our heads down. 
 Like Esther we often are oblivious to the needs of our neighbors. 
 
But Like Esther we are sometimes challenged 
 To notice the problems of the people around us, 
  To get out of our comfort zones and do what we can. 
 
What was that challenge of Mordecai: 
 ‘Maybe you were put in your place for a very time like this?’ 
 
Have YOU ever considered this question? 
 
We tend to think to look at our work or our families 
 As opportunities to for our own joy and fulfilment. 
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We work hard to create havens 
 Where we can enjoy quiet and happy lives. 
 
But could it be that these very roles 
 Create opportunities for daring acts and courageous decisions: 

Standing up for what is right, 
 Standing against what is wrong. 

 
Could it be that this is why God has put us here? 
 
Let me tell you another story: 
 The Story of Ruby Bridges written by Robert Coles. 
 
Read “The Story of Ruby Bridges” by Robert Coles 
 
Now I’ve read this story more than once 
 So I’ve had a little time to reflect on it. 
 
I’m amazed by the courage of Ruby. 
 But I’m also amazed by the courage of her parents. 
  I mean when the opportunity arose 
   For Ruby to be one of those children  

challenging segregation, 
     They could have taken a pass. 
 
“This isn’t for us. 
 This isn’t for Ruby. 
  Let some other family be the trailblazers!” 
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When she faced those angry protestors, 
 They could have said “enough is enough— 
  We’ve done our part” 
 
But they didn’t give up, 
 But persevered in their courage. 
  They saw this as a challenge that they could take on 
   With the support of their community and their God. 
 
They were like Esther: 
 Courageous people who recognised  
  That God had put them in a place 
   To move forward God’s purposes in the world. 
 
Well may we all be like Ruby. 
 May we all be like Esther. 
  May we do our part for God’s kingdom. 

And may we see this kingdom come. Amen. 
 

i See “Xerxes I” Wikipedia 
ii Amy Oden “Commentary on Esther 4:1-17” www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=2239 
iii R. P. Nettelhorst The Bible’s Most Fascinating People 124 
iv ibid 
v Esther 4:14 MSG 
vi See Esther 2:10 
vii Amy Oden “Commentary on Esther 4:1-17” www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=2239 
 

                                                 


